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ABSTRACT 

A longitudinal study investigated early syntactic 
forms in child language; this paper reports on findings dealing with 
differences in approach to syntactic acquisition. Seven children aged 
16-20 months were the subjects^ and audio or video tapes were made 
once every three weeks beginning prior to the development of syntax. 
Data collection continued until 20 percent of the utterances 
specified a combination of subject ♦ verb ♦ complement. Analysis 
showed that the greatest difference among children was the length of 
time required to develop from the single word utterance to the 
subject ♦ verb ♦ complement structure — varying from 2 1/2 to 9 
months. This reinforces the notion that speed of language acquisition 
varies considerably among children. It is noted that girls' syntactic 
development was considerably more rapid ^:han boys'. Differences in 
syntactic acquisition based on speed and gender may be related to 
style differences in language development. Style differences between 
slow and rapid developers are examined in terms of presyntactic 
utterances, simplicity and complexity of utterance, indeterminate 
constructions not meeting English word order constraints, and subject 
and predicate specification. All factors showed a definite pattern 
relating to speed of syntactic acquisition. (CHK) 
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Thic lon;:^itv.clinc:,l ctnLj invoso ideated cr.rl?/ eyiioactic forms 
S3''sten2aticall:- iJprder to identify cinilcrities and differences in 
Icai^Q/^e acquisition* Only the results decline with differences in 
approach v:ill be reported on today, however* AL^iost all previotis 
research on early syntactic acquisition has centered upon the uni- 
versal aspects of development and although individual differences 
have been assumed to exist, pre.ctically no •attempts in recent psycho- 
linguisitic research have been nade to uncover these distinctions* 
Bloon (1970) revealed possible broad differences in ^.pproach to 
sjrntactic development anong children although her initial purpose 
for the investigation was not in this direction. Bloon's findings 
were inconclusive however, since the children in .her study were 
already producing syntactic foms when they were first observed* 
This suggests that they might have been producing identical utter- 
ance types at an earlier point in development* 
PHOCEDUIS 

Seven children, four girls and three boys, served as subjects 
in this longitudinal investigation. Data collection took the form 
of either audio or video tapes trJ:en once every three weeks for 
two hours beginning prior to the onset of s:,aitax. The children ranged 
in age from 16 to 20 months at this point. Data collection con- 
tinued in a naturalistic free play situation initil 20fb of the 
child* s syntactic utterances specified a combination of subjects 
verbf complement. Cornplcnent structures were employed instead of 
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the more iisual obooct component in orcTor to r,ccoimt for predicate 
foras which included not only direct and indirect objects but also 
prepositions, prepositioncvl imrases, adverbs, adverbial plirases 
and predicate adjectives which modify the subject. Analysis and 
interpretation of the collcctea data depended upon determination 
of subject, verb cjid complement structure^ thus , the sGmcJitic in- 
tent or fujiction of the utterance was determined on the basis of 
three tj'-pes of disainbi^aatin:; situational information: 

1. the non-1 inj:^.is tic context 

2. the preceding adult utterance 

3. the child's own utterances v/hich immediately followed the utter- 
ance under analysis. 

The ana,lyses of the emeriSing syntactic structure of the seven 
children studied indicated that the outstanding .difference ajnon^ 
the children wa,s the nunbsr of months required to pass from the 
single word utterance stage to the time when early syntactic struc- 
ture was esfablished, The time lo,pse between the first syntactic 
utterance and the time when at least 20;^ of the child's syntactic 
forms included a sub ject+VGr;>j- complement structure varied from 
■ 2-?/ to S months. This measure of difference £?:.iong the children 
evidenced what had been long recocnised, that speed of lan-giiago 
acquisition varies considerably from child to child. In fact, when- 
over IciicT-age acquisition differences have been discussed, as hy 
Brov.-n Cacdon and Bcllugi (ISo^), the speed of acquisition has been 
described a,s the primary, if not the only, distinction in language 
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acquisition style. 

For the sovcn children eirrjuinecl in this study the siDced of 
acquisition neasuro did not vary alons a continuum. Hathar, it 
was possible to divide the children according- to whether their 
syntax emerged rapidly or slowly. a?hc rapid syntactic developers 
proceeded fron sin^jle word utterances to criterion in 2-^ to 4 
months. The slow syntactic developers req.uired between 7 and 9 
months to reach criterion. For this particular sample, the rapid- 
slow split also resulted in v. division of the children according 
to sex. All the boys in the study developed new syntactic classes 
slowly; while for the girls, syntactic development was consider- 
ably more rapid. It should be noted that the mea^sure used was the 
rate of acquisition or the nirnbcr of months fron the emergence of 
two word utterances imtil the s^mtpxtic criterion was met, .rather 
than either the chronological age of the child at the time when 
syntax emerged or the child's ciironolo^ical s^ge when criterion 
was reached. 

Although the division according to sex could have resulted 
from the sice of the sc-rn.ple the observed sex difference in this 
study supports the familiar speculation that girls develop lan- 
guage more rapidly than boys. Tliis finding is not startling al- 
though it does cast some light on possible differences between 
boys and girls. Although it is interesting to note that children 
may develop syntax slowly or rapidly and this distinction may 
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be sex-related, it would be nore enlichtenin^: to laiow v/hetiier 
the kinds of structures that are used are related to this speed- 
cex difference. In other words, arc there style differences 
which are related to speed of sjaitactic acquisition? The data 
reveal many indications tlvit this is the case. The types of 
structures eriployed appe^.r to differ in several ways. 
PPuESYilTACTIC P0HI5S 

The first indication of structural differences in style" 
v/as in the use of whs.t I have called presyntactic fonas. Al- 
thoui^h several tj^'pes of preGjnatactic foms were noted, each 
involved the notion of extention by means of an enpty form. 
The use of this empty extcntion occurred in several different 
ways. 

1. A single ^phonetic element preceding a single word, i.e. 

/x ball/, ball/, /a ball/ and /i ball/ were ?.ll used by 
one child to indicate the existence of a bp.ll. 

2. Reduplication of a single word as in /ball ball/ was used, to 
point to a single ball in a non-recurront situation. 

3. A'' phonetically stable unit was used in combination with 
other words but in so many different situations that no 
apparent referent could bo foLind, e.g. /idi balD./ v.iien reach- 
ing for a ball, /idi balloon/ when ashing the e:ic::i±nor for 
another one, /idi dance/ when ho himself was dc-ncing and 
/idi nice/ while loolcing at a new toy. This is comparable 

to the /wid"^/ phonomcnon described by Bloom (1973) • 
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2he use of whoGC prccyiitr^c tic forac \:v.z cxtcnr^ivc for those 
children who dcvGlopod syntc;:: cilov/ly end they were employed 
throVw£;hout the ohcervatioiir.! period. The rc.pid developerc either 
did not use these foims al all; or ±2 thoy did appsar? they v/cre 
used only to a limited leci'^ce or prior to the onset of c:.Titax. 
The heavy and continued dependence upon pres;rntactic foms hy the 
slow developers nay have signaled their possik)le function.. They 
appeared to allov; the child to combine oloinentG without having 
to deal with reference and word order constraints. The pres^/ntac-.. 
tic foms appeared to be a way of easing into .s^Tita:: that allow- 
ed a transition from single word utterances into sjoitax without 
reqxiiring the child to deal with content or sonant ic f\mction. 
This easing into s^oitai^: by the slow developers may signal a great- 
er difficulty with syntactic relations. For the rapid developers^ 
where pres;iiita:^: is mininal or non-existent, the accuisition of 
sjrntax nay not present the sane problems. 
COIIPLSXITY AITALYSIS . 

In the original pjialysis, each child* s affirinative syntac- 
tic utterances were grouped according to a hypothesir:ed simplicity- 
coinple::ity dincnsion which was upheld across all seven children. 
'iVithin this co:::ple::ity nodel Group I utterances, the earliest 
energing s;."ntactic constructions, consisted of an e::pE:nded single 
grc:3niatical elenent-either an expanded subject, e::p?ndcd verb 
or an expriided complement. Expansions were consiiored to be the 
specification of either a subject, verb or complcnent in more 
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than a single word* For excnple ;/bi;^ ball/, produced as the child 
uhrev; a ball, specified an expanded complencnt v/hereas /v;arma so/ 
specified an expanded verb* Group II utterances ViGre composed of 
two graixiatical relations combined v;ith no expansion; e.g*, 
subject+verb specification as in /mor-^my run/ or verb+compiement 
specification as in /ran hone/. Utter?jaces in Group III combined 
tv/o ^^anmaticp-l relations one of v;hich v;as expanded; e.g., ex- 
panded subject-fvcrb as in /big ball fall/ when a ball rolled 
off a shelf or verb4- expanded complement as in /go home no;?/ which 
v;as directed to this e:irmner bjr one of the children. Finally, 
Group IV was composed of constructions in which all throe gram- 
matical relations ware combined in a, siibject+verbf complement 
form; e.g., /Lisa eat fast/ or /Snoopy fall dovMi/r 

"(Dhe rate differences noted in length of time required to 
reach criterion v/ere reflected in this simplicity-complexity dim- 
ension. 2h3 rapid developers moved very quiclcly from Group I 
utterrjices through to criterion once syntax emerged^ such that- 
at each siioceeding session the next higher level of complexity 
was represented. In contrast, the slow developers acquired a 
level of s;aitactic coLiplexit;-, became productive with it and 
then employed that particular sentence type for several woe]:s 
or months before reaching the ner.t liigher level of complGxity, 

iirDsn?E?:.:ii:A2i: coi:3t?.uctioii3 

She tv/o groups of children were also divided recording to 
v/hether tliey produced utterances which fai3-ed to observe word 
order constraints for English. For the rapid developers, utter- 
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vnces in which v/ord order constraints were not observed eonstitut^ 
ed between 3#3/^ cind 3.2?^ of their total syntactic output. In con- 
trast, two of the slow syntactic developero did not produce these 
uttercdice types at all and for the one child who did, they con- 
stituted .8^0 of his total syntactic output. 

The descriptive difference between the two groups of child- 
ren may be related to speed of syntactic acquisition and syn- 
tactic facility. The relative freedoia in word ordering display- 
ed by the rapid developers conpared with the tendance to main- 
tain \7ord order displayed by the slow developers nay signal a i 
difference in risli-taliing behavior related'to spewed. Although 
it might have been expected that the slow syntactic developers 
would have more difficulty learning English word order since 
syntax appeared to* present more problems for then generally, 
this opposite finding ms-y be explained by the notions of overt 
as opposed to covert practice. Covert practice would result in 
adherence to English word order and might accoimt for the slow 
progression from one complexity level to the next in the slow 
syntactic developers, whereas overt word order practice would 
result in word oz^dering errors produced in a rush to axhieve 
synta^ctic facility. 

SUBJECT VS* PiSDICATE SPSCIPICATIOII 

Another measure of difference betivecn the two groups of 
children was in relation to cubject and predicate specification. 
Recent literature on subject c?2id predicate specification has 
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been in almos-b imivorcal G.:;raG:nont re;^ardin3 the socucnce of 
acquisition of these tv;o conponentc. .HecearcherG svich as Sinclair 
(1971), I.IenjaU: (IS69), Gruber (iSo?) raid Kellcy (195?) have all 
asserted that predicate otructui^es enier2;e prior to subject struc- 
tures. 'In an effort to e:::?-inine this phenonenon, each of the child- 
ren's earliest sjmtactic constructions were e::ainincd for the ^ 
specification of siibjects and predicates. 5he results of this 
analysis revealed that for each of the slow s^nitactic developers 
predicate structures always emerged first with subjects always 
being added, several weeks to months later. The rapid syntactic 
developers however? -produced uttero-iices which specif ied. both 
subjects and predicates from the onset of syntax. Thus, earlier 
theoretical speculations re^ardin^; the order of emerj^ence of sub- 
jects <ind predicated held only for one style of sjnitactic' acquisi- - 
ition. This finding' is. consonant with Bloom (1970) since she found 
that of her three subjects, the two girls s'oecified all three 
^?;rami)iatical relations when they were first observed end the only 
boy concentrated most heavily on predicate constructions, i 
SUla:jL?uY OF SriTTACTIC STYLES 

The foregoing Sjoitactic analyses reveal two distinct styles 
of syntactic acquisJition. These lin£aiistic styles appear to be 
sc::- and speed- related with specific ties to particular utter- 
ance types and gra^imatical- relational specifications. Thus, not 
only are there individual differences in linguistic acquisition 
but, these differences are groupable into distinct styles of syntac 
tic acquisition with the differences specifying the characteristics 
of each stylo. ' 10 
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